
COACHING vs. MENTORING

 How does coaching differ from mentoring?

One can understand how we at EPA (and elsewhere) might be confused about coaching and
mentoring.  What contributes to that confusion is that a coach and mentor often perform their
work using similar skills sets, such as strong interpersonal and communication skills. And,
effective mentors (as well as effective supervisors, managers, and executives - leaders of all
kinds) also use effective coaching skills. The information, performance improvement, or change
one is seeking determines whether one would have a mentor or a coach - or both. Often one
works with a mentor when he or she wants to “move up” within the organization.  A person
would seek the assistance of a coach to enhance his or her professional or personal effectiveness.

Coaching is similar to and different from mentoring.  Some of the differences between the two
might be found by looking at the role of a Mentor and the role of a Coach.

A Mentor -

* Usually occupies a senior-level assignment of
authority and influence within the organization

* Knows the organization/its structure, policies,
and processes (both spoken and unspoken) 

* Has a broad view and multiple working
experiences

* Knows the “politics” of the organization

* Shares knowledge and experiences 

* Helps identify developmental opportunities
within the organization and “open doors” 

* Knows when to interpret and when to pass on
wisdom

* Generally TELLS -  advises, instructs,
suggests, gives opinions

* AND... an effective mentor also knows
when and how to coach

A Coach -

* Helps shift the world view of the client (the
person being coached) in a way that opens up
new possibilities for action 

* Often draws on assessment data from the client
and others to increase the client’s awareness of
areas for development and set goals and a plan
for reaching them

* Assists the client in staying focused on an area
of improvement or learning objective to achieve
the desired outcome(s) or change 

* Explores possibilities and potential resulting
outcomes

* Helps the client identify values and passions
and align them with professional or personal
goals

* Works with a client to discover the answers
from within

* Listens, make inquiries, and observes/reflects

*Generally ASKS powerful, thought-provoking
questions that tap the inherent wisdom and
creativity of the client



Mentors usually reside within the same organization as the person being mentored.  Coaches, on
the other hand, are more often than not external to the organization; however, there are some
internal coaches, and the approach each takes differs in relation to the person being coached.
Individuals engaged in coaching and/or mentoring relationships understand the unique support
and assistance that each provides.  

Here’s how a couple of your colleagues who have experienced coaching and mentoring view the
differences:

“I have used a personal coach to support me in achieving specific, challenging goals. The
 length of the relationship was defined by the task at hand.  My relationship with a mentor
 is an ongoing one, with the mentor offering suggestions and possibilities for me to consider
 as I map out my future. “

- Barbara McAllister
Director, Office of Air Programs/R10

“I’ve ...been fortunate to have a number of mentors who have “showed me the ropes” of
being an effective manager.  Those mentors taught me valuable lessons on the unspoken
organizational rules, that when breached, can damage your career and personal effectiveness. 
They’ve also shared their insights on the internal politics - who’s support do I have to sell
an idea; what is it they value so I’ll know how to best present a proposal; which decision
maker is going to align with who on a given issue.  My mentors have opened doors by being
my advocate when opportunities arose for key projects, positions, or special assignments. 
Yes, I have benefitted tremendously from mentoring over my career.

It was only last year that I had the opportunity to work with a professional coach. In fact,
I’ve now had two coaches ....  Although I didn’t know what to expect initially, I soon
recognized the complementary nature of mentoring and coaching.  While my coaches worked
with me to improve my effectiveness, they also helped me focus on other aspects of my being
such as health and fitness, family, interpersonal relationships, and personal goals.  While my
mentors gave me advice that was entirely career focused, my coach addressed my whole
existence and did so in a way that was more an experience of exploration than it was advice
giving.  By asking probing questions, challenging my thinking, and exploring alternative
perspectives, my coach helped me find answers and make decisions that have improved both
my professional and personal effectiveness. Coaching is different from mentoring in one 
other way.  It takes some effort on your part.  It’s one of those things where you’ll get out
of it what you put into it.  I recommend coaching for all managers who have a drive to improve.”

- Jody Hudson
Associate Assistant Regional Administrator
for Informational Management, Office of
Policy Management/R7



“Mentors can give you organizational and directional guidance.  Coaches keep you focused on
 honing the skills to follow the guidance you choose to pursue.  Yes, I always have an analogy.

A mentor will talk to you about trips you might take, good restaurants you should plan to visit, 
give you leads on people at each stop who can help you once you decide which direction you
are planning to go.  A coach will ask you how far you can walk in a day and suggest you start
building up your stamina, asks you specific questions about your likes and dislikes and get you
to construct a detailed plan for each day, choose the right size suitcase, etc.  A mentor will talk
to you as you are first thinking about the trip, then call you when you return.  The coach will
check in, ask you questions and focus you on the actions you need to take to leave on time and
enjoy the trip.  When you return, and tell them both about the one really bad day of your trip,
the mentor will probably say, “ That is too bad, but it sounds like the rest of the trip went well.”
The coach will say, “So what did you learn from that and what will you do to ensure you don’t
have that experience again?”

Jane Moore
Deputy Director, Office of Wastewater
Management, Office of Water/Hqs

Mentors and coaches are organizational resources that can greatly contribute to one’s
professional and personal learning and development.  Once an employee is clear about what they
want to achieve, a coach or mentor (or both) can help them realize that goal. Furthermore, the
benefits the employee derives from working with a mentor and/or a coach allows that employee
to more effectively contribute to  achieving EPA’s mission.  

References:  EPA’s “Coaching Resource Guide,” dated 2/02; “Developing and Launching a
Mentoring Program,” dated 2/02; and “Management Development Resource Guide,” dated 7/00.
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